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Abstract. This paper discusses the possibilities for higher education (HE) policies
to be strategically assured upon the triple helix between university, local authorities and
businesses providing the proper social context as a resource for authentic educational
content and learning environment. The study is based on the application of Action Re-
search methodology in the framework of the applied project of the Institute for the Study
of Societies and Knowledge at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, on the example of
ecopreneurship training, supported by the German Federal Environmental Foundation,
as an experiment regarding our central research question: How is it possible to foster the
transition toward sustainable economy through education, on the example of such trans-
disciplinary course in higher education? In particular, we involve different stakeholders
(university teachers, students, university administration and green businesses) in order
to improve educational outcomes, and especially, to increase the level of competence of
academic staff and students to teach, learn, explore, and transfer new fields of knowl-
edge, experience, and attitude toward sustainable economy. We operationalize that
through competencies (with their nuclei — knowledge, skills, and attitudes) as a didacti-
cal instrument. During the process our cases reveal the need of transdisciplinary learn-
ing through especially designed close to ‘real-world’ settings. Thus, creating free space
for experimentation and mutual learning we plan on achievable and product-oriented
outcomes, which gives confidence and motivation for further learning and involvement
in the field of sustainable economy.

Keywords: higher education; pedagogical input to fostering sustainable develop-
ment; social context as educational content by design

1. Introduction
Bulgarian society has been in a transition towards democracy and market economy
for the last 27 years. Since 2007, Bulgaria is a full-fledged member of the European
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Union (EU). Having a full set of established democratic institutions and free market
economy, it is still one of the poorest countries in Europe, though it made significant
progress, as recent studies have asserted (World Bank, 2016). Nevertheless, it faces
tremendous challenges, as its demographic situation is especially disturbing. World
Bank experts conclude that ‘Bulgaria is undergoing both a rapid demographic
transition and a significant structural shift in its economy.” (Ibid., 5) The European
Commission (EC, 2014) identifies the long-term aging, migration, and inactivity as
main risks for Bulgaria’s employment and growth. Besides the ongoing ‘brain drain’
of young professionals, Bulgaria has the second-highest rate in the EU of youth not in
employment, education, or training, the so-called NEET (World Bank, 2016).

Apparently, the Bulgarian case is indeed interesting to be studied. One of the
central failures over the last years consisted in not being able to sustain and transform
the national innovation system, which has been gradually built around the state-
owned industries in the past. The rapid loss of their international market shares and
access to financing coupled with the nontransparent process of privatization and
market liberalization had as a result almost a complete retreat from applied science
research and following brain drain of highly qualified professionals abroad. The
triple helix between state, universities and businesses were distorted and broadly
deinstitutionalized.

Put in that difficult and challenging situation; the Bulgarian HE is struggling to
achieve international competitiveness and to close the gap at least to the European
average. There is only one Bulgarian university — the University of Sofia, figuring
in the top 700+ worldwide according to QS World University Ranking 2016"
and no single Bulgarian university within the top 500 in the so-called Shanghai
Ranking 2016 (ARWU — Academic Ranking of World Universities) (http:/www.
shanghairanking.com).

Obviously, the HE in Bulgaria needs fundamental reforms and strategic vision
to bring it to a new path of development. The current demographic crisis could be
such a window of opportunity to bring innovations and sustainable development at
the core of its societal mission.

2. General research questions

Our starting point is the general question: How is possible to foster sustainable
innovations and ecopreneurship within the HE in Bulgaria? And, in particular, how
could we involve different stakeholders (faculty members from various academic
areas/environments, university administration, students and local sustainable
entrepreneurs) into the educational process through introducing and transferring
this new field of experience and knowledge? We came up with the assumption that,
similar to the idea of the Multi-Level-Perspective (MLP) approach (Rip & Kemp,
1998), we have to first focus on niche development and on the creating of free
spaces for experimentation and mutual learning of the involved stakeholders.

155



Anna Varbanova

We want not only to open up the ‘black box’ of the ‘social-technical regime’ of
Bulgarian HE, with its specific ‘path-dependencies’, its existing institutionalized
processes of knowledge transfer, decision-making, infrastructures, relationships and
networks with businesses and public authorities, and of course everyday practices
and academic values and principles. Based on the analysis and experiences at three
Bulgarian universities, we also want to propose concrete actions for improving their
specific situation. A window of opportunity for such experiment is the perceived
need for the university communities to update their approach to attracting students
and designing their courses of study adequately to the current economic, social and
demographic situation.

We pursue this goal in applying the so-called Participative Action Research
(PAR) and introducing backward designed 3-month trainings in ecopreneurship for
students in these universities (one in a small town with a traditional economics HE,
one in a mid-sized town with a technical background, and one in a big city with a
university specialized in food technologies).

3. Background of the project

The project “Training for Ecopreneurship at Three Bulgarian Universities” has been
implemented (2015 — 2016) with the financial support of the German Federal Envi-
ronmental Foundation (Deutsche Bundesstiftung Umwelt) in the framework of the in-
ternational cooperation for projects of an innovative character and with an exemplary
model for the target country. The Institute for the Study of Societies and Knowledge
at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (ISSK-BAS) is supported in the project by its
German partner, the Institute for Energy and Environmental Research (Institut fiir Ener-
gie- und Umweltforschung, IFEU, Heidelberg). Beneficiaries and associate partners in
Bulgaria are the University of Ruse, the Academy of Economics, Svishtov, the University
of Food Technologies, Plovdiv, and the Technology Centre, Sofia — an organization for
technology transfer and advocacy of German businesses in Bulgaria.

The specific project objectives are to introduce educational modules for so-called
ecopreneurship (sustainable entrepreneurship) at three Bulgarian universities, to es-
tablish at least two consultancy centers (in South: Plovdiv or Sofia and in North Bul-
garia: Ruse or Svishtov), and to register at least six start-ups of young scholars.

4. Theoretical considerations

4.1. Ecopreneurship as a process and an educational module

In our understanding, sustainable entrepreneurship, or ecopreneurship,
is a process of establishing innovative, environmentally oriented businesses
that recognize, create and utilize the market opportunities of eco-innovation
(Schaltegger & Petersen, 2001). Such actions, inspired by environmental values,
beliefs, and attitudes, meet the needs and increase the quality of life of the (future)
societies. We also distinguish the term ecopreneur of what it is not, as there are
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four other basic positions concerning sustainability (characterized according
to their degree of environmental orientation of a company’s core business or of
the market impact of their businesses — both lower than of the ‘ecopreneur’):
environmental administrators, environmental managers, ‘alternative activists’, and
‘bioneers’ (Schaltegger, 2002: 45). Ecopreneurs may be seen in a Schumpeterian
sense as ‘creative destroyers,” who truly abolish inherited production patterns and
consumption practices, and thus break paths.

From this perspective, we should find a connection between this desirable
economic behavior and the university institution, seen in the light of the ‘second
modernity’ and the concept of lifelong learning (Boyadjieva, 2006). It is also
necessary not only to integrate entrepreneurial practice but also to include
sustainability as a normative concept (Gerlach, 2003).

In the meantime, there is an on-going extensive academic discussion about the
practical ways to introduce ecopreneurship modules into the curriculum of HE
(Zampetakis, Thrassyvoulos & Moustakis, 2006). Sustainable entrepreneurship
education should also address the needs and interests of the students (Zampetakis,
Thrassyvoulos & Moustakis, 2006: 136), incorporating their perception and
assessing their competence level regarding both concepts — entrepreneurship and
sustainability. One way of doing this, introduced by Lans et al. (2014), is similar
to our understanding of operationalizing the interdisciplinary content through the
applied competencies needed for future practice. Moreover, in a specially organized
workshop, we would let the stakeholders themselves identify and prioritize the set
of competencies they consider necessary in the current context.

Another general consideration is that we not only target behavioral change
(behavior could be changed simply through market, bureaucratic or other types of
incentives alone) but, through the educational process, we aim at changing long-
term attitudes and values as well. We assume that adapting one’s belief systems
(values, attitudes and behavior) is a complex process, which is close connected
with the ability and the willingness for constant learning and improvement. From
the perspective of social psychology, we anticipated that a person’s actions and
behavior are highly correlated with his/her attitudes and beliefs, the compliance
with the subjective norms and the perceived behavioral control (an individual’s
perceived ease or difficulty of performing the particular behavior) (Petkova, 2003).

We aim to invoke positive attitudes, communicate sound subjective norms, and
enhance self-efficacy perception through the development of specific competence
needed to achieve the desired outcomes. We see competencies as a means to reach
the goals set by one’s belief system. Thus, further below, we explain why we choose
to employ competencies as our operative concept.

If we only talk about knowledge, the notion of knowledge itself might remain
something amounting to the possession of a set of data or information. Such an
understanding of the concept seems far too narrow. In educational sciences and practice,
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werefertoknowledge asastate ofunderstanding and an individual construct (Delibaltova,
2004: 91); to taxonomies as a systematised hierarchy of educational objectives which
we view as ‘knowledge gradients’; and to transferring or reconstructing knowledge
into process-suiting educational contents. Beyond knowledge itself, we distinguish
learners’ cognitive abilities and valuable experience, as well as their future skills for
steering in various life or professional situations, variable patterns for extracting the
knowledge of long-term memory, their motivation for applying the knowledge they
have acquired, and the choices a true person of knowledge is able to make. One would
call such person competent, or having competence (and our instrument to view that
would be the competencies or a competency model). Therefore, as we see it, the transfer
of knowledge does not necessarily lead to development.

We assume also that learning is not limited in time or to a single institution. It
is not only an eight-to-five duty of another subsystem. Education is for life. We
understand it as a permanent development and inquiry. The attitude to learning
is a constitution for change and renewal. In contrast, any training in a particular
educational program or course has a narrow time window, limited resources, and
is very dependent on the context. When designing the course, we bear in mind two
things: on the one hand, we connect and stimulate the immanent attitude to learning
and discovering; on the other hand, we construct the process of a technologically
planned transformation from A-condition to B-condition, which we call a realization
of learning objectives, or goals of the training.

Furthermore, we see transition and innovation (for sustainable development)
also as a state of mind, not merely a subject of expertise. This, again, comprises
readiness to change, to learn, to innovate, but (in this case) not at the individual
level but as a community (passing this attitude on to the future generations). It
is the attitude to create, to challenge, and constantly learn; it compels one to be
conscious of the society and the environment, of the whole. The competencies,
therefore, as an instrument in the curriculum are a knowledge-based manifestation
of certain values. The development of such competencies is a subject of a
purposefully designed educational process, whether formal, non-formal or at work,
and a ‘deliberate conversion of socially significant values into individual mental
realities’ (Andreev, 2015: 59). Therefore, we have tried to design the educational
process around competency-based goals, deeper experience-based understanding
of main concepts, practically oriented tasks, real-world relevant learning events,
and products that are significant to the learner and yet standard, in a climate of
teamwork, creativity and mutual learning.

4.2. Educational design

4.2.1. System approach

Whether educational or other, design is above all the creating of objects, pro-
cesses or systems. This means that, even when reduced to simple engineering solu-
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tions of formalized problems, it is an act of creativity. Moreover, this creation ad-
dresses the user of the designed ‘product’. It attempts to address the problems and
needs of its ‘user’ in a satisfactory manner. Educational design, instructional de-
sign, pedagogical design, training design, or course design are used synonymously.
By definition, they all mean designing or programming a process, not a separate
or distinct static object. Constructing it as specific activities (training, learning,
assessment and other events) and artifacts of the teaching-learning unity is not re-
ducible to answering a simple question such as ‘what do we do in class?’, nor does
it suggest one-way transference of ‘instructions’ to the minds of learners. It is a
scientifically based mutual coordination of didactical elements leading to complex,
appropriate, satisfactory and effective solutions to the process. When it comes to
designing an educational or any other type of process, it is also subject to dynamic
co-designing by those who implement it as they meet the complex contexts, ridden
with not clearly foreseeable elements, including objective or subjective parameters;
cultural, scientific and regulatory contingencies; unique infrastructure, communi-
cation schemes, various resources gained through practical and applied experience;
and most of all, including living people of different generations and in different
interrelationships (Varbanova, 2013: 10). Consequently, the act of creative design
relies on a certain amount of imagination and intuition.

Composing all the elements (=system components) in the designed construct
is also called Instructional Systems Design as an inquiry of planning and creating
various situations which constantly support, lead, stimulate, provoke, widen and
improve toward perfection in order to achieve more effective, purposeful, system-
atic, socially and personally meaningful learning (Dimova, 2013: 15-16). These
system components are the actual didactical realities of the educational process;
they are; in random order: learning objectives, learning activities (as central events
of interaction), the integrity of these activities, and their compliance with the de-
sired outcomes (goals and constraints) and with the authenticity of learning tasks
and contents; analysis of the students (their characteristics, needs, attitudes, entry
level); analysis of the environment and the infrastructure; management of roles and
relationships; assessment and evaluation (criteria, principles, indicators, and tools);
forecasting improvements and updates (mechanisms for reflection, feedback, and
redesign), etc. Viewed as an open social system of various levels, the process of
education is subjected to a system approach, characterized as organized complexi-
ties (Banathy, 2010: 95). And since there is no single-approach model for designing
instruction, we refer to system-approach models (Banathy, 2010: 21).

4.2.2. Backward design

One of these models was elaborated by Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe and is
called Understanding by Design™. Tts logic consists in the backward-design ap-
proach following a three-staged model: 1) Desired Results; 2) Assessment Evi-
dence; 3) Learning Plan. Designing backwards has been previously discussed by
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Tyler in 1948, Gagné in 1977, Mager in 1988, Spady in 1994, and Anderson-Krath-
wohl in 2001 (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011: 6-7). The learning objectives (=expected
results) in the Wiggins-McTighe approach are set at different levels: established
goals or standards, transferable long-term and beyond-education results, meaning
(=self-constructed understanding and essential no-single-right-answer open-ended
questions) and acquisition (=knowledge and skills) (Wiggins & McTighe, 2011:
13 — 22). Thus, our understanding of ecopreneurship refers particularly to the level
of meaning-making in setting the desired results and has a substantial value for
developing the curriculum; and as content, we see the so-called ‘study materials’ as
a means to achieving the goals, not as the actual goal. Wiggins and McTighe talk
about ‘deepening student’s understanding’ and describe the term understanding as
multifaceted. Transferable goals as first to be defined mega-goals could be seen as
competencies for and beyond the field of sustainable entrepreneurship. We accept
the philosophy behind their framework mainly because it constantly keeps an eye
on end results and seeks their manifestation within the process, calling for the inte-
gration of formative assessment and real-world issues.

4.2.3. Inter- and transdisciplinarity in HE

Nevertheless, before applying any model for planning the course units, the sub-
stantive specificities of the training require a certain approach to design. As there
are various models for instructional design, there are various approaches to devel-
oping a curriculum as well. We tried to operationalize Susan Toohey’s classification
of approaches to designing courses in HE (Toohey, 1999: 45), which refers to the
main indications (=didactical realities) in which they differ from one another, which
are the following: view of knowledge, the essence of the process of learning and
the roles of teachers and students, the learning goals and how they are expressed,
the way the content is chosen and organized, the purpose that the assessment serves
and methods used, and the kind(s) of resources and infrastructure that are needed.
Therefore, the approaches are: Traditional or discipline-based, Performance or
systems-based, Cognitive, Personal relevance approach, and Socially-critical ap-
proach. There are many aspects in each of them relevant to ecopreneurship training,
but a closer look reveals that no single approach is completely satisfactory.

We meet a similar challenge regarding the structuring of the cognitive units,
which transcend the disciplinary boundaries. We fully agree that the disciplinary
approach is essential at the school level, where interdisciplinary connections
are resolved at the level of the state standards. Nevertheless, the multi- and
transdisciplinary integration in education have a more complicated status (Andreev,
1996: 386), and for our case (ecopreneurship at HE level), is a subject of specific
synthesis of holistic type, where it is assumed any scholar monodisciplinary content
should be disregarded. Is such a measure useful at all? In his important paper
“What to do next: Strategies for change” William H. Newell presents his view on
interdisciplinarity for the American HE in particular, arguing that the disciplines
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and interdisciplinary studies need each other and neither can stand alone: ‘A
real possibility exists (...) for establishing a symbiotic relationship between the
reductionist academic disciplines and holistic interdisciplinary study. (...) At the
level of the individual, the narrow foci of disciplines have proven dangerous as
well as ineffective. They have contributed to the sense of isolation and communal
detachment that increasingly characterizes individuals in modern societies’ (Clark &
Wawrytko, 1990: 253). Obviously, socially isolated individuals with a strong sense
of seclusion would not turn into continuously learning professionals, ecopreneurs,
or environmentally concerned consumers, builders of a sustainable future for the
generations to come. How could one operationalize and compose these different,
and yet complementary, doctrines in the construct of a single design?

Therefore, the multi- and transdisciplinary essence of ecopreneurship is leading
us to a certain epistemological mismatch with the traditional disciplinary discourse
in HE. Therefore, a more innovative educational technology within the current
project proposes a combined approach to designing the process, which we apply in
the PAR.

5. Methodology

5.1. Action Research

AR was initially applied by Kurt Lewin (Lewin, 1944) to present the
interdependence of research, training and action in producing social change. He
described it as ‘a comparative research on the conditions and effects of various
forms of social action and research leading to social action’ (Lewin, 1948: 202 — 3),
which uses ‘a spiral of steps, each of which is composed of a circle of planning,
action, and fact-finding about the result of the action’ (Lewin, 1948: 206).

Some authors differentiate AR from Participatory Action Research (PAR),
depending on the degree of involvement of the ‘observed’ as co-researchers (Bergold
& Thomas, 2012), and set certain preconditions for practical implementation, such
as, for instance, the need for so-called ‘safe space’ — a communicative space that
researchers must provide for the generally ‘marginalized groups, whose views are
sought, and whose voices are rarely heard’ (Bergold & Thomas, 2012: 7).

Cohen et al. (2005) emphasize AR as a research strategy specially relevant for
curriculum developers and teachers in their specific contexts and with respect to
various considerations — locational, ideological, historical, managerial, social, etc.
‘Furthermore it accords power to those who are operating in those contexts, for
they are both the engines of research and of practice. In that sense, the claim is
made that action research is strongly empowering and emancipatory in that it gives
practitioners a “voice”” (Cohen, Lawrence, & Morrison, 2005: 31).

In our understanding and approach, we tend to be closer to the view that is
more related to the PAR concept, as we would involve in collaboration the project
participants, especially the young faculty members; we try to develop the research
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in a way suited to their needs and their willingness for active participation. We
apply it in a more constructive way, although we try to differentiate among its
commonly used phases (diagnostic, intervention, analysis and recommendations,
action plan, and follow-up evaluation).

5.1.1. The PAR: procedure and methodological repertoire

In the diagnostic phase we have started with secondary research to capture the
initial problem settings twofold — to approach the general situation in Bulgarian
HE on the one hand and, on the other hand, to map the existing ecoprenership
businesses as well as sustainable development educational practices. We have also
conducted an online-survey among students from our target universities to capture
their initial expectations and general attitudes towards ecopreneurship training as
part of their HE.

Afterwards, an expert workshop was organized, which included representatives
from different universities, businesses and environmental organizations as well as
experts representing the leading project partner IFEU (Heidelberg). The workshop
was focused on formulating a working definition of ecopreneurship and on developing
a model of competence of a future Bulgarian ecopreneur. This model was further
developed into a competencies-based model of learning objectives and standards for
their assessment — in the framework of the backward-design approach, following the
stages of the Understanding by Design scheme, and on the basis of the initial draft-
curriculum and resources proposed by the German partners from the IFEU.

As part of a workshop (during training the trainers), we conducted a group
discussion on the role, principles and values of the Bulgarian university today
and its institutional settings, followed by in-depth interviews with the involved
stakeholders to capture their interests and interpretations of our initial assumptions.
We developed the macro-design of the training in order to accomplish our
experimental intervention in academic setting at the three locations. It is particularl
important that our theoretical grounds were operationalized in designing the
training, which started during the diagnostic phase and was completed with the
workshop of training the trainers (as a boundary between the two phases). The
micro-design and development of the course for each of the four groups (two teams
in one of the universities taught two groups at a time) continued as our blue-print
plan and met the real educational contexts as well as its actual participants.

During the phase of intervention, the trainers, who were local faculty members,
became co-researchers. Designing the course was more or less a ,black box* to them
as they received the curriculum as a complete product. They carried it out while
supported in a monitored process. Further on, we will pay a little more attention to
designing the intervention. After the trainings, the process was reflected on several
levels: as feedback from students - a questionnaire and participant observation of
the fifth phase of their training during students’ showcases, in which they present
themselves through a project/learning product (please, see the phases in 6.3.); as
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a reflection among the teams from the same university, as a joint reflection of the
teams, and as a counter-reflection within their academic communities.

Moreover, during the analytical phase this reflection met local communities
where the training was presented and discussed in the light of the Bulgarian
University Ranking System, and its various indicators, as regards the actual
microclimate viewed through the eyes of the participants and experienced by
them in the educational process, the present institutional context, their discipline
subject specificity and the traditional ways of designing university courses. The
participants were among the faculty staff and PhD students — a sampling with a
wide range in terms of age, teaching experience, academic degree, and managerial
commitments in the university. We adapted the application of the so-called future
workshop method fostering a democratic expression of the staff problems and
worries as experienced in everyday practice, seeking to identify system bugs, to
form a joint vision of the future development (related to teaching courses), and to
seek particular action proposals that the faculty members and administration can
implement themselves at local level. The initial analysis of the working climate
in the university was followed by science cafés, focus group discussions, mutual
evaluation of adult-instructor competencies and semi-structured interviews.

Although the recommendations overlap in many respects, action plans for
various institutional locations and communities differ. The future follow-up
activities will focus not only on the implementation of the developed action plans
but will also support the local efforts to establish and run interdisciplinary and
practice-oriented initiatives and structures which implement the different aspects of
the broad field of transition to sustainable development and ecopreneurship. Thus,
we expect to overcome some of the identified deficits of the socio-technical regime
of Bulgarian HE.

5.1.2. Inner logic of the study: research positions and roles

The inner logic that our research follows (beyond the procedure events) is based
on the classical Didactical Triangle, which outlines the complex teacher-student-
content relations in the educational process. Rotating this triangle, we use it as a
drill-tool to emerge the local socio-technical regimes.

The trainers were divided in four teams of two or three working in parallel at
the three locations. They were the ones implementing the intervention, assuming
the role of co-designers of the course as they teach it to their students and as they
experience it as a teacher-student relationship in the triangle. Meanwhile, they be-
come co-researchers as well, because, as they provide the formative assessment of
their students, they collect first-hand data regarding the student-content relation in
the didactical triangle and regarding the present context, known also as ‘milieu’, or
the fourth element of the triangle (Westbury, 2000: 31).

The unity of teaching and learning process in the course (=the actual training)
was further presented and explicitly reflected by the trainers within their domestic

163



Anna Varbanova

academic communities. This reflection referred mostly to the student-teacher rela-
tionship as a stimulus for discussions, followed by a moderated science café around
the didactical triangle. On the one hand, the content was provisionally set aside as
we intended to discover the possibilities for dissemination, and see if our approach
to design of the course as experienced by trainers (and students) might be consid-
ered an opportunity for a change and a practical improvement of the educational
process on a daily basis. But on the other hand, ecopreneurship as content was
discussed in terms of its characteristics that challenge the HE system: this is a prac-
tically oriented field, a relatively new concept, a dynamically changing field, new
to Bulgaria, multidisciplinary knowledge existing within various socio-technical
networks.

Thus, with time, at every stage of the research, the triangle was rotated and we
spirally immersed deeper into the local realities, discovering also the willingness
and readiness of the otherwise rigorous scientific ethos to update, renew, transform
and learn. Therefore, we intend to understand and reflect the possibilities and
challenges for creating ‘free space’ for transitions toward sustainability within the
socio-technical regime of Bulgarian HE.

5.2. The experimental trainings: Design of the intervention

Since education, as we have said earlier is above all development of a process,
i.e. of a complex dynamics of educational activities, problematized situations and
events of experience, we are now going to discuss certain aspects of the content
relating to the course as an intervention and its design, and how these aspects have
been operationalized.

5.2.1. Student-Teacher relations

We conducted a combined approach to the curriculum design as we divided the
course into five phases. Although the training was too limited in time (approximately
ten weeks duration), our design was lined up around various didactical realities in
each step. For example, we had different engagement of the actors involved in
the process (trainers, students, mentors from the business community and other
stakeholders from the academic and more distant learning environments), assigning
different roles and relationships between students and teachers and between the
students themselves; we also had a variety of styles (in the design) of learning
tasks. Furthermore, we have built the curriculum, setting up a diverse emphasis on
the educational content in accordance on which phase the training has been.

Hense, our layered design included the following phases: 1) phase for group
cohesion development, initial assessment and joint goal-setting — or the personal
relevance asreferred to in Toohey’s classification, which was close to an andragogical
approach; 2) phase of enhancing a deeper understanding of basic concepts through
experience, and raising essential no-single-right-answer questions — which was
the phase of meaning-making of the main ideas during an interactive student-
centered teaching — or a cognitive approach, combined in some of the sessions
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with system-based approach, as the students meanwhile also train particular isolate
practical skills relevant to the field; 3) phase of immersion in the actual field, active
learning of the content through research on authentic problems — related to more
constructivist approach; 4) learning by doing a desired type of project (analytical:
research, practical: start-up concept, or complex: portfolio) — performance- and
system-based approach as Susan Toohey puts it; 5) an open event for actual product
performances — or a showcase, targeting the academic scene, labor market or the
real business environment.

5.2.2. Teacher-Content relations

Now a few words on the process of re-constructing the ecopreneurship-relevant
content into a curriculum: Our understanding of ecopreneurship is based on the
relationship and interdependence between the three concepts of innovations,
sustainability, and entrepreneurship. From our point of view, ecopreneur is
innovation promoter (not merely an inventor) who stands high on the scale of
creativity and has innovative potential. At the same time, ecopreneur is also a
manager or supervisor high on the business-skill scale, meaning that he would
not be satisfied with just supplying some alternative products to a narrow niche in
the market access. Like Stefan Schaltegger, we differentiate ecopreneurs from so-
called ‘alternative actors’, ‘bioneers’ or environmental managers and administrators
(Schaltegger, 2002).

Ecopreneurship is a relatively new business practice, especially in Bulgaria,
so anybody could call themselves ‘entrepreneur’ or ‘ecoprenuer’. Nevertheless,
sustainable entrepreneurship does intensely change as a result of recent
technological developments, research, and inventions — achievements of various
areas. According to our competency model developed by experts, ecopreneurship
can be viewed only as an interdisciplinary theme/subject, as it contains basic,
managerial and specific competencies for the fields of social sciences, economics,
ecology, engineer sciences, law, etc., and environmental preferences are viewed as
personal concerns of the individuals and afterward concerns of the companies.

These mutually cross-joining fields can clearly be seen in another triad, which
is the popular conception of the triple-bottom line framework. It appears as three
overlapping circles: people-profit-planet or social, market and environmental
performance of enterprises. The three areas refer to the fields of the various studies
mentioned above. Sustainability sets in between these circles. Nevertheless, when
we complimented the triple-bottom line with the known sustainability strategies
— sufficiency, efficiency, and consistency (Huber, 1995), we find it incomplete
without consideration of technologies. So for the purpose of the course, we updated
it to a tetrad framework. With the technologies in, our previously triple- looks now
like a four-leaf clover, as we have, in one direction, society and environment, and
technologies and market, in the other one. Moreover, as we conduct the planning
of the course, according to our backward design approach and the Understanding
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by Design™ framework, we consider as our starting point those transferable goals,
which are relevant from the field to field and those desired results that would last
long and would have a profound impact upon the learner. So we choose to handle
this level through the competencies. Since each competency has three cores/
nucleuses which are knowledge, skills, and attitudes/values, we distinguish them in
two groups (or clusters): knowledge+skills, on the one hand, and values+attitudes,
on the other hand.

5.2.3. Student-Content relations

As a whole, the competencies are the building elements of the cognition aimed
by the learning process or competence at an individual level. During the design of
the training as we looked at the tetrad, we identified the opposite standing market
and technology as mostly containing the narrower understanding of the concept
of competencies, which were the cluster of the knowledge/skills cores, whether
the axis society-environment comprised the values/attitudes core. A well-defined
assessment of the formation of a person’s competence was integrated within the
learning events during the process and made clear to the learner.

We rely mostly on the ways such (personal) cognition would be applicable
according to one’s beliefs and value system (which is strictly individual as well)
within any variable context (which is unpredictable). We believe that the process of
formation of any competence is essentially educational, whether it occurs in formal
or informal settings, whether it is intentionally designed or proceeding by intuition,
externally constructed or self-directed. Hence, involving the students in a specially
design session of a joint competency-based setting of goals and learning objectives,
and handling them with the competencies as model/instrument, we assume that
their willful and self-directed learning and development would only begin during
the course, and it would continue in the future — in the same or any other fields of
human activity. Thus we intend to create dynamics within the competency (i.e.
between the nuclei of knowledge, skills and attitudes) and binding competence with
the personal value system. Beyond the cognition and the meta-cognitive abilities of
a person, we consider that individual attitudes are more likely to turn into actions if
that person evaluates them as positive; if significant others expect such actions; and
when the person finds them effective to proceed (they seem rather easy according
to the desired outcomes).

During the course, the learning plan of the sessions gradually changed
from more structured to non-structured (or self-structured) ones, whether, with
time, the assessments evolved from widely defined to more detailed; and the
inquiry got more specifically designed, standardized, and yet personalized and
methodologically supported.

When visualized the architectonical model of our course design looks like a
rocket. In this sense, we boldly play with that and the idea of transformation towards
sustainable development as being ‘launched’ in the nest of the HE in Bulgaria.
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6. Main findings

In order to find out how is it possible to foster transition toward sustainable
economy within the social-technical regime of HE in Bulgaria we first sought
to identify its specific path-dependencies, existing institutionalized processes of
knowledge transfer, decision-making, infrastructures, relationships and networks
with businesses and public authorities. Boyadjieva (2012) summarizes the current
situation as follow: ‘...Bulgarian higher education is in need of elaboration of stra-
tegic vision and new normative framework. It also needs changes, such as: estab-
lishment of a new governance model and a new model of financing of higher educa-
tion; strengthening the relationship between teaching and research; development of
the capacity of higher education institutions for innovative and strategic thinking;
diversifying the system of higher education; development of strategic partnerships
between higher education institutions and between the latter and non-academic
partners’ (Boyadjieva, 2012: 88).

Applying the PAR approach within different settings, although in a similar dis-
ciplinary scope, we found that we were able to influence in many ways the outlined
weak points. First, the involvement of the faculty members (and through them -
students, practitioners, and civil society members) within an extensive process of
reflection and analysis intensified the communication processes within their com-
munity and improved their capacity for critical self-reflection, strategic thinking
and governing within the present institutional context. Second, through the educa-
tional intervention, which was a new experience not only concerning its inter- and
transdisciplinarity but also as a methodology of instruction, we were able to ob-
serve increasing interest in self- and peer- competency level assessment by learners
and trainers. Third, the involved staff took initiatives to sustain and proceed with
proposed actions in different ways. Thus, they have affirmed that the new local net-
works and niches are before all a resource for bringing research and teaching closer
together. Further, they gain a competitive advantage within the institutional setting
and last, but not least the newly established networks are a strong motivational
boost for students to get involved and learn within the local environment. Such new
positioning among the activated stakeholders also put the educators on the spot and
bring new forms of governance and diversification within the HE.

Therefore, we summarize two pathways the PAR indirectly impacts the uni-
versity settings and leads to improving the educational outcomes. One pathway
is through creating incentives (through the intervention) and conditions through
reflection within the community) so the professionals could actively communicate
and analyze their experiences in this community, and further to increase the level of
competence (jointly assessed and aimed) of academic staff to teach and of students
to actively learn. The other pathway is through creating niches for experiments that
bring together academics, practitioners, students, and of course local communities
and authorities, together for networking, mutual learning, cooperation, and trans-
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fer of new fields of knowledge, experience, and attitude. The inter- and transdis-
ciplinary learning process should be situated in such close-to-real-world settings
(designed as for research and redesigned as for education). We need to settle this
re-construction within the ‘real world” and obligatory to proceed a reflection on the
situation as experienced by the learner, so he/she can truly learn, and eventually de-
velop through that; because neither the experiences in real-life laboratories alone,
nor does instruction alone produces a profound learning.

Upon seeing a lot of constraints, we cannot predict that the generated enthusi-
asm would last long. Although this approach and the design gave positive results,
effects can be expected only on a conceptual level (due to lack of proper means
for applied science - enough funding and up-to-date equipment for research, for
example, for a creation of a prototype of technological innovation), and they could
only be local (due to the centralized regulation, strategies, and policies that do not
allow more autonomy).

6.1. Institutional settings and academic ethos

The extensive reflection of the institutional settings and state of the art of re-
search and education of the involved universities was essential part of our ap-
proach. Starting point was their comparison, according to the Bulgarian University
Ranking System. We have analysed the results in the area of economics (within the
project, we have worked mainly with members of economics faculties). The Acad-
emy of Economics in Svishtov is at the 7" position, the University of Ruse at the
8", and the University of Food Technologies at the 12" in the general ranking of all
17 Bulgarian universities offering courses in Economics.

Further, we have looked closely at their score according the following six indi-
cators: Learning process (LP), Research (R), Learning environment (LE), Prestige
(P), Labor market integration (LMI) and Service & Administration quality (SAQ),
composing the general ranking and comparing the first ten universities. Only in two
criteria, our cases showed good results: the University of Ruse with its excellent
learning environment and infrastructure and the University of Food Technologies
in Plovdiv with its qualitative Service & Administration. Concerning Learning pro-
cess and Research quality the University of Ruse and the Academy of Economics
in Svishtov are right behind the three leading universities (the University of Sofia,
the American University in Blagoevgrad and the University of National and World
Economy, Sofia). Thus, we can conclude that our three cases are at an average do-
mestic level, as follows: University of Ruse: LP-4, R-5, LE-2, P-10, LMI-9, SAQ-5;
Academy of Economics, Svishtov: LP-5, R-4, LE-6, P-6, LMI-7, SAQ-6; Univer-
sity of Food Technologies: LP-10, R-8, LE-7, P-9, LMI-10, SAQ-3.

In our research, we have strived not only to reproduce the current situation in the
Bulgarian HE, but also to go deeper into the ‘lifeworld’ of the involved stakehold-
ers. Taking the path-breaking study of Boyadjieva (2012) about the development
of HE in Bulgaria and the main principles and values that guide the university in-
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stitution: 1) academic freedom, 2) academic autonomy, 3) personal achievements,
measured by universalistic criteria, 4) scientific rationality, and 5) academic fellow-
ship — we wanted to experience and understand the everyday practice of teaching
and researching at these particular cases.

From the in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, we came to the con-
clusion, that, at least in our cases, research and teaching do not relate in a suffi-
cient manner. University staff is overloaded with teaching and administrative du-
ties, while research is more or less an individual activity and responsibility. The
academic freedom is too often realized and practiced as ‘anything goes’. There is
a high risk of the arbitrariness of personal choices and ambiguity of institutional
rules and practices.

Regarding academic fellowship, it is often practiced by the researchers limited
within their departments/disciplinary areas. It is not uncommon that our respon-
dents do not even know their colleagues from other departments or faculties. The
personal achievements of a scientist in the course of his/her development often
depend on own affiliations and personal relationships within the institution and not
rather on universalistic criteria or institutional and career development rules. The
academic life limited within a particular department and to a reduced and earlier de-
fended discipline, or even to a single subject with its relevant theories and scientific
rationality, commonly clashes when meeting the ‘rationality’ of the practitioners.
The stakeholders speak different languages, and there is a necessity of a mediator
or an ‘interpreter’ between the lifeworlds. The academic autonomy in such cases is
rather a matter of ‘academic self-sufficiency’.

In such academic environment, the students experience difficulties to advance
their own beliefs/opinions, to openly discuss and experiment. Thus, the passive
mentality — a habitually obtained mainly from the high school, is prevailing: the
student is a passive knowledge consumer and a reproducer of facts and academic
‘truths’ provided by a lecturer. As of his/her part, the student formally performs to
demands within the institution. The university administration inertly executes via
the institutional status quo. Not surprisingly, there is a well anticipated intergen-
erational shift between students and academic staff. A self-confirming statement
circulates: that students are unmotivated, illiterate, irresponsible and not willing to
learn. Partly it might be true that the quality of the high school has declined, and
the new students are mostly from rural regions, but somehow it lies on the related
academic ethos. Certainly, the students are not a homogeneous group, and they are
in a broad range concerning their entry level of education and their motivation.
The older generation of teachers adheres to approved in the past precise academic
etiquettes; while the youngest tend to shorten the distance between themselves
and the students but often find that the line between what would be perceived as
informal relationships and a liberal style is very thin. So the students often try to
take advantage of that. We noticed that most of the young and yet more experienced
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teachers try to look for alternative ways to reach their students realizing that they
are a new and different generation which deal with information, thinks, live their
life and learns uniquely.

Within the described institutional setting and academic ethos, new terms like
sustainability are often used only as an etiquette to be put on the old content. Thus,
the form is prevailing over the content.

6.2. The field (of ecopreneurship) as educational content

In what relations are the field of sustainable entrepreneurship and the sustain-
ability as educational content; can they encompass one another, and how?

As a concept, sustainability is indeed highly legitimate and presented in media.
The ‘environmental’ messages have permeated everyday life and the green-coded
marketing on a daily level. Almost all political parties have their statements on it,
but as an actual policy, it remains more or less an ‘empty shell’. The mere fact that
there is no single agency or government institution responsible for the implementa-
tion and coordination of national policies regarding the principles of sustainable de-
velopment is very illustrative. A National Committee for Sustainable Development
was planned in connection with the pre-accession process to the EU-membership
but it never started working. Moreover, there is no unified national strategy for
sustainable development. The last document in this context is a proposal for such
a strategy, published back in 2007, probably as a requirement for the EU acces-
sion. At least some sectoral strategies for sustainable development in tourism and
agriculture have indeed been passed. But this again is evidence that sustainability
in Bulgaria is ill-conceived, generally misunderstood and, at an institutional level,
fragmentarily implemented.

In terms of sustainability education in Bulgarian HE institutions, there are cur-
rently some educational offerings mainly in the field of environmental management,
RES technologies, etc. in addition to the “traditional” ecology and environmental
protection, but there is no training on ecopreneurship or sustainable entrepreneur-
ship as a separate academic course. There are indeed some separate academic dis-
ciplines dealing with the issues of sustainability and sustainable development, with
their various focuses determined by their different disciplinary premises (econom-
ics, engineering, natural sciences, etc.) Such courses (either bachelor or master
level) are conducted mainly at the universities in Sofia, Plovdiv, Svishtov, Ruse
and Varna. We have interpreted this empirical finding as an indicator of a hard
and rigid disciplinary boundary thinking. The field of ecopreneurship is covered
by complementary disciplines and scientific areas. Sustainability is an ideological
conception with supra-disciplinary, global, cultural, and civilizational status. But,
when extremely critically viewed, the scientific areas appear fragmented, parcelled
and occupied by assemblies within the universities. Who*s disciplinary field
should be entitled to host sustainable entrepreneurship? This question remained
rhetorically not answered during our focus groups because certainly the training

170



Action Research in Higher Education...

could not be reduced to the frame of one research or teaching community. Within
a structure of a single-discipline course, it could only be presented as a particular
case of that discipline, within a voluntary course, and if a teacher has initiated such
course in first place and if approved at the level of the department, and then by the
faculty council. By contrast, such courses could be easily offered by any NGO — for
instance, we found one informal three-month training in sustainable entrepreneur-
ship, organized by Junior Achievement Bulgaria and targeting secondary schools
(www.jabulgaria.org).

The faculty members who were our co-researchers in the PAR got inspired to
take actions on their own: For instance, the team in Svishtov saw an opportunity
to take a competitive advantage in assigning the subject of ecopreneurship within
the habitual for their academic community disciplinary parceling; in including the
course in their Programs for Postgraduate qualification; or in organizing an own
optional (so-called ‘facultative’) course in ecopreneurship. Prior micro-designing
the intervention and planning the course this team thought the had no related to the
content partners or companies/professionals. Later, during the training, they chose
excellent mentors among the professionals that they knew who have cooperated
very effectively in the learning process. In Plovdiv, the team reemphasized their
belief in the significance of the relationship with the industries and considered
ways to regulate and systematize these relations - both, as a database and a way
to strengthen and revitalize the relationships with non-academic partners. It was
their initiative to propose a new MA program in Ecopreneurship together with
the ISSK-BAS, which was supported by the offices during the preliminary meet-
ings on that matter. Our team in Ruse had announced the course as a ,,Masterclass
in Ecopreneurship®. Inspired PhD students were attracted to its next conduction
as tutors and co-trainers. During the focused reflection their faculty colleagues
admitted that they were eager to renew student-centered approach, in which
efficiency they had been previously convinced; to resume their supra-disciplinary
dialogue, and to strengthen the existing Center for Entrepreneurship as setting it
now into a sustainable direction. They also agreed on the necessity of ,reviving*
the educational content; and moreover, this academic community discovered that,
besides being dynamic, the educational content should overflow the curriculum into
the university life beyond the scheduled classes, and this should happen through
university club forms, the Students Council, the Center for Career development,
etc. Thus, ecopreneurship serves as more than just educational content - it becomes
an occasion and instrument for releasing free spaces. It is now some teachers’, stu-
dents’ and managers’ personal cause.

6.3. HE and the practitioners

Our findings are undermined with the latest World Bank report (World Bank,
2016) concluding a huge discrepancy between the educational outcomes and the
expectation of the labor market. According to that the Bulgarian employers find
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skills insufficiency to be the main cause of the difficulty in filling jobs vacancies of
HE graduates. The lack of technical expertise is reported by 60% of the companies,
which is almost twice as high compared to the global average. The lack of soft
skills is reported by 20% of the companies, which is twice as high as the European
average (World Bank, 2016).

Another global study emphasis even more the importance of soft skills: ac-
cording to an analysis of 2.3 million LinkedIn profiles for The Wall Street Journal
between June 2014 and June 2015 ‘nearly 58% of employees who touted stellar
communication skills were hired over the course of a year’. The general conclusion
is that employers are increasingly looking for workers with strong soft skills: com-
munication (topping the list), organization, teamwork, punctuality, critical think-
ing, social skills, creativity, interpersonal communication, adaptability and having
a friendly personality (The Wall Street Journal Blog, 2016).

We are doing this association because the labor in the global economy gradually
become more automated, and the role of the services becomes more cardinal; but
nevertheless, the workforce in Bulgaria is very cheap; - it is an outsourcing destina-
tion for large enterprises and a locality for routine labor; or as a head of a faculty
puts it: “Why (the economy of) Germany is pulling upwards — because their head-
quarters are on the spot, they can afford R&D. Look at Bulgaria — it is ’pouring’
factories-doers: headquarters versus production. If I teach a student to [be able to]
think (critical, analytical, creative thinking), he will be eager to think, to explore,
and to develop; and if there are no any headquarters around, he could find himself
either in a factory (as an operator), or at the Terminal 2 [referring to ‘external lines’
at the airport].” As a matter of fact, our respondent used the term G.H.Q literally,
when talking about companies’ headquarters for research and development. Invest-
ments as a topic are very popular in the public and political talk, but among the aca-
demic community we found diverse understanding about it whether an investment
of 100 million euros is made for the company (in given region) or it is done in the
particular region, and a loud announcement about 300 new employees hired, e.g.
in an impoverished district, says nothing about their wages. One of the teachers in
Business and Finance called that phenomena neo-feudalism. Apparently, not many
of the educated Bulgarians chose a third pathway (which is not to become doers or
migrants) — the path of entrepreneurship. A survey of the Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor shows that it is in the last place in Europe on the share of entrepreneurs in
the working population?.

It appears that some of the faculty staff have their positive experience and in-
teraction with big companies, which alone have own policies for training and HR
development. Others find that the SMEs to be their ‘real allies’, because these busi-
nesses are domestic, autonomous, their managers exercise their freedom in decision
taking — which makes them preferable partners. A third group has been focusing on
maintaining close and solid professional relationship with the university’s alumni.
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According to the design of applied training, we were interested in the field
of emerging sustainable entrepreneurship in Bulgaria as more distant from the
university — a learning environment that is full of cases suitable to be studied
subjects, resources, and advisors/mentors. We identified not only entrepreneurs
but also managers; and not only pioneers in the ecological niche but those
who promote/have duties regarding CSR, environmental administration, or
environmental management. As we were discussing the design of the training
and the role of the practitioners with those who we indignified among them, the
communication did not occur by itself. Although sharing a similar view over the
project objectives and on the nature of educational processes, as we involved
them in a premeditated methodologically considered interaction with the
students, it was successful mostly if our access to them was a matter of already
existing informal relationships (with a person from the staff), and if they already
had enhanced confidence and personal motivation to cooperate. However, many
organizational and logistical issues during the training were determined around
the convenience of these people and capability over their schedule to give time
for the course in ecopreneurship. Most of them are open for further interactions,
but the initiative call remains on the educators’ side.

After all, freeing spaces for experimentation and mutual learning within the
existing institutionalized processes of knowledge transfer, decision-making, in-
frastructures, and networks between universities, businesses and public authori-
ties, singly depends on human will and relationships — on establishing trustful
contacts and vital interrelations between different communities (and respectively,
stakeholders). On the contrary, there are also some negative side effects caused
by the closed informal affiliations as they start to dominate the decision-making
process within weak institutional frameworks. We often witness such interfer-
ences, which morally corrupt the public, professional and political life in Bul-
garia, together with the phenomena of low competence level, short-sightedness,
nepotism, lust of power, etc.

7. Conclusion

How is sustainable development and innovation in higher education possible?
We sought the answer to this question through realizing an unorthodoxly designed
course in ecopreneurship as an intervention within a Participatory Action Research.
It is possible: through networking and a (purposefully designed) process of mutual
learning, settled and hosted by the universities — through policies of opening and
embedding the educational settings within expanded learning environment, and re-
storing the triple helix with its stakeholders and their resources, real-world issues
and interests.

Indeed, despite the stakeholders’ different interest or ethos, it is necessary for
niches within the academic life to be created, so the higher education system could
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address and mediate those differences. Competencies are up to certain degree a
suitable operating instrument for communication between different stakeholders
and for assessment of expected outcomes. The proposed approach on the example
of the transdisciplinary course in ecopreneurship showed that the higher education
in Bulgaria is capable of accommodating transitions toward sustainability and in-
novation more likely at local operational and conceptual level. Most importantly,
the students’ role should be specially defined, understood and communicated. We
see students as the loop to break up the vicious chain, if as learners and (future)
agents of sustainable development, or ‘creative destroyers’ of old dead-ending
paths have new experiences and adventures, real-world challenges, and project-
based and problem-solving tasks within their safe learning process. They should
also have the opportunity to present themselves and their learning products/results
publically or to professional communities.

Finally, the proposed research is a small step and should be seen more as an
experiment initiating local actions and creating free spaces to bring academics,
practitioners, students, and of course local communities and authorities, together
for networking and mutual learning. As Ulrich Beck stated back in 1986, the future
was uncertain and risky, but we should choose such ways of development which
do not close the path to it but turn the process of modernization into a process
of learning (Beck, 2013: 316). We believe that these initial actions could be an
alternative for the current complicated Bulgarian situation. Moreover, considering
the uncertain national realities amid the critical circumstances over the global
warming and environmental changes worldwide, such effort could be (further)
ensured through intentional and methodologically grounded worldview-altering
process — i.e. to create educational settings enhancing more powerful experiences
toward transformational learning (versus informative learning), in which the
learners rethink the way they see themselves and their world (Baumgartner
2001: 16), their values, and beliefs — and subsequently (re-)think on economy or
sustainability.

Acknowledgement. This paper was presented at the 2016 International
Sustainability Transitions Conference: Transformative Science, Transition Labs
and Experiment, held September 7" - 9" in Wuppertal, Germany, on the behalf
of the Institute for the Study of Societies and Knowledge at the Bulgarian
Academy of Sciences, and has not been published elsewhere.

Despite that the study was in the framework of (policymaking in) HE in
Bulgaria, with this message we shed light on the educational sciences to the
Sustainability Transitions Research Network (STRN) along with other fields of
the scientific community, stressing on the particular role of Educational design
(also known as Instructional design) in the processes of sustainable transitions
and development, and also on its value within the Transformative sciences.

174



Action Research in Higher Education...

NOTES
1. http://www.topuniversities.com/

2. GEM 2015/16 Global Report (available on http://www.gemconsortium.org/report, last
accessed on 16.08.2016)
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